Conference Evaluation Focusing on Learning and Transfer by Andersen, Michael & Wahlgren, Bjarne





	   Journal	  of	  MultiDisciplinary	  Evaluation	  




Conference	  Evaluation	  Focusing	  
on	  Learning	  and	  Transfer	  
	  
Michael	  Andersen	  
The	  Danish	  Evaluation	  Institute	  
	  
Bjarne	  Wahlgren	  




Background:	  The	  article	  presents	  the	  results	  of	  using	  a	  model	  
for	   evaluation	   of	   conferences;	   a	  model	   focusing	   on	   learning	  
and	   transfer.	   Many	   conferences	   are	   evaluated	   using	  
participant-­‐satisfaction	   surveys,	   but	   satisfaction	   is	   a	   diffuse	  
concept	  and	  is	  linked	  to	  many	  factors	  other	  than	  learning.	  
	  
Purpose:	  The	  purpose	  of	   the	  present	  study	  was	   to	  examined	  
how	   participants	   of	   four	   national	   conferences	   of	   adult	  
learning	  assessed	  the	  relevance	  of	  the	  content	  of	  a	  number	  of	  
workshops,	  how	  much	  they	  had	   learned	  from	  the	  workshops	  
and	   whether	   they	   had	   used	   what	   they	   had	   learned.	   And	   to	  
test	  a	  tool	  to	  measure	  this.	  
	  
Setting:	   The	   subject	  matters	   of	   the	   study	   is	   four	   evaluations	  
based	  on	  surveys	  of	  national	  conferences	  in	  Denmark	  in	  2010,	  
2011,	  2012	  and	  2013.	  The	  overall	  purpose	  of	  the	  conferences	  
was	   to	   communicate	   and	   discuss	   new	   knowledge	  within	   the	  
area	  of	  general	  adult	  education	  and	  vocational	  education	  and	  
training,	   and	   to	   help	   ensure	   that	   this	   knowledge	   is	  
subsequently	  used	  in	  the	  participants'	  daily	  practices	  at	  work.	  
	  
Intervention:	  Testing	  a	  tool	  to	  measure	  learning	  and	  transfer,	  
which	   is	   not	   too	   resource-­‐intensive	   to	   use	   for	   managers	   of	  
workshops	  as	  well	  as	  conferences	  to	  strengthen	  the	  potential	  
for	  learning	  and	  transfer	  by	  participants.	  
	  
Research	   Design:	   Using	   the	   same	   survey-­‐based	   evaluation-­‐
tool	   in	   four	   different	   conferences	   in	   order	   to	   compare	   the	  
results	  and	  try	  to	  find	  general	  knowledge.	  
	  
Data	  Collection	  and	  Analysis:	  Collecting	  and	  analysing	  data	  on	  
the	   basis	   of	   survey-­‐data	   of	   the	   participant’s	   self-­‐reported	  
perception	   of	   relevance,	   learning	   and	   use	   (transfer)	   of	   the	  
content	  of	  the	  workshops.	  
	  
Findings:	  The	  study	  shows	  that	  the	  percentage	  of	  conference	  
participants	  who	  experience	   relevance,	   learning	   and	   transfer	  
from	  the	  conferences	  only	  varies	  marginally	  from	  year	  to	  year,	  
while	   this	   percentage	   varies	   particularly	   between	   the	  
individual	   workshops.	   Another	   finding	   is	   that	   participants’	  
assessment	  of	   relevance	   is	  more	  associated	   than	   satisfaction	  
with	  learning	  and	  transfer.	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In each of the years of 2010, 2011, 2012 and 2013, 
four key players within adult education and 
continuing training in Denmark held a national 
conference to communicate and share knowledge 
about experimental and development work within 
adult education and continuing training.  
The four conferences focused on the 
relationship between practice-based knowledge 
and knowledge-based practice and had a uniform 
structure, with workshops and plenary 
presentations. The conferences have all been 
evaluated according to the same model in order to 
compare the participants' outcomes from year to 
year and to elucidate the participants' assessments 
of the relevance of the conference content as well 
as their assessments of how much they have 
learned, and to what extent they have used what 
they have learned in practice. 
The first three evaluations were used by the 
organisers in connection with planning 
subsequent conferences, e.g. by comparing the 
workshops the participants have assessed as the 
most positive with regard to relevance, learning 
and use. In this way, the evaluations have also had 
a formative aim. 
Many conferences are evaluated using 
participant-satisfaction surveys, although their 
purposes are not strictly to create satisfaction 
among participants, but to contribute to 
participants' learning and to develop their practice 
in accordance with the latest knowledge in the 
field. The purpose of this study has been to gain 
knowledge of how much participants have learned 
and applied in practice after participating in 
conferences with focus on learning and transfer, 
and to gain knowledge of the relationship between 
participant-satisfaction on the one hand and how 
participants assessed relevance, learning and 
transfer on the other hand. We assume that we will 
get more knowledge about learning and transfer by 
explicitly asking the participants about this rather 
than asking about satisfaction. 
The four conferences in this study have had 
the same overall purpose: to communicate and 
discuss new knowledge within the area of basic 
general adult education and basic vocational 
education and training, and to help ensure that 
this knowledge is subsequently used in the 
participants' daily practices at work. The first 
conference was a to-day conference while the other 
three were one-day conferences (seven hours a 
day). The form of the conferences was interplay 
between plenary presentations and debate before 
lunch and activities in workshops after lunch, 
chosen by the participants themselves. The work 
in workshops was based on two or three 
presentations and headed by a workshop leader. 
The fundamental principle was to present 
participants with the most recent knowledge in 
relation to their own professional situation and 
needs.  
Emphasis has been on enabling participants to 
be active in the workshops and to give them time 
to reflect on learning as part of the conference 
(Hatcher, 2006; Louw, 2011; Ravn, 2011). The 
organization of the conferences do also correspond 
well with other research results: A synthesis 
including 79 studies using randomized controlled 
trials or comparison group designs showed ‘that 
learning methods and practices that more actively 
involved learners in acquiring, using, and 
evaluating new knowledge and practices had the 
most positive consequences’ (Trivette et al., 2009).  
But apart from involving the participants in the 
learning and evaluating process as a common 
principle , the workshops have had very different 
topics, for instance: Use in practice of recognition 
of prior learning within vocational training; how 
vocational institutions meet the educational needs 
of companies; how to recruit adults with basic 
skills needs to teaching etc. In addition to the 
different topics the learning objectives and the 
organization of the workshops have also been very 
different.  
It has been a condition that knowledge of the 
participants' learning and transfer of learning have 
had to be provided through surveys, where 
participants had the opportunity to express their 
subjective perception. This is in principle a 
weakness, but it is the authors' assumption that 
such knowledge is far better than no knowledge.  
In addition, we have wanted to test a tool to 
measure learning and transfer, which is not too 
resource-intensive to use in general for 
conferences and that can be used by the individual 
managers of workshops as well as the management 
of conferences to strengthen the potential for 





Although the evaluation field through recent 
decades has developed in many directions and in 
relation to many different types of evaluands 
(Stufflebeam & Coryn, 2014), the literature review 
shows that there has only been a very little focus 
on evaluations of conferences. 
Conferences can have different forms and 
purposes, with different lengths, diverse 
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participant compositions and various degrees of 
social interaction. Conferences can stretch over 
longer periods and have a high degree of social 
interaction, e.g. ’a camp-based conference’ 
(Nicholson, 2014) or ’group-relation conferences’ 
(Wallach, 2014) and conferences can be web-based 
(Pletcher, 2011). Some conferences aim to create 
social networks that are to continue working 
together after the conference (Urada, 2014). Other 
conferences aim to create a forum for professional 
community or for professional development, e.g. 
for doctoral students at scholarly conferences 
(Chapman et al., 2009) and professional 
development (Harrison, 2010). Arellano et al. 
(2014) concludes that the aim of most conferences 
is to a greater or lesser extent to provide 
participants with knowledge they can use in their 
daily practice. 
Focusing on learning outcome a ’need exists to 
create learning spaces within conferences’ 
(Wiessner, 2008, p. 367). Work in the individual 
workshops is planned as learning spaces. 
As a general framework in order to understand the 
overall learning process in relation to a conference, 
including the link between what takes place during 
the conference and what takes place after the 
conference, we find that Kirkpatrick's evaluation 
model can be used as a starting point. 
Furthermore, there is an interesting difference 
between viewing learning at conferences from an 
organizer angle, as is the case in this study, and 
from the angle where the learning outcome of a 
conference is viewed by companies as users of 
learning. 
Inspired by Kirkpatrick’s evaluation model we 
focus on the first three levels in his model. 1) The 
participants’ reaction: How well did the 
participants like the form and content of the 
conference? 2) The learning process: What did the 
participants learn under the conference? 3) The 
behaviour: What changes in performance resulted 
from the learning process? Do we find any change 
in the participants’ daily practices? (Kirkpatrick, 
1994).  
An empirical investigation of Kirkpatrick’s 
four-level model comparing 43 cases found no 
correlation between reaction and learning and that 
satisfaction values exhibited no correlation with 
the learning success. The study concluded that, 
‘the sole assessment of satisfaction values is not 
sufficient to evaluate the quality of rendered 
services’ (Gessler, 2009, p. 357). 
There are significant similarities between 
Kirkpatrick's model and approach and the model 
we present in this article. Kirkpatrick operates 
with four levels; reaction, learning, behaviour and 
results (Kirkpatrick 1970, 1994), the first three of 
which can also be found in our model: Phase 1, 
insofar that we have studied the participants' 
satisfaction which is included in Kirkpatrick's 
reaction concept, phase 2, learning, and phase 3, 
transfer, which corresponds with Kirkpatrick's 
behaviour concept because it includes changes in 
behaviour in connection with a job as a result of 
what has been learned from an education 
programme.  
But there are also considerable differences 
between Kirkpatrick's model and our model: 
Kirkpatrick has the enterprise's perspective, in 
which the enterprise is investing in 
training/education of one or more employees in 
order to make them better at their job and thereby 
enhance the performance of the enterprise (see 
Kirkpatrick's level 4). Among other things, this 
entails that the enterprise has other possibilities to 
monitor the performance of employees before and 
after the training initiative with regard to the goals 
set by the enterprise for the training initiative. For 
instance, Kirkpatrick recommends before and after 
measurements using standardised tests to 
measure learning (Kirkpatrick, 1970, p. 44).  
Our survey examines the process from the 
perspective of a conference organiser, in which we 
as organisers want participants to learn something 
and subsequently use what they have learned. As 
organisers, we only have limited influence on 
whom is participating and why. This involves 
many important differences: 
Firstly, the relevance concept is included in our 
model, because we assume that relevance is 
important for encouraging good learning and 
transfer, and because relevance is a decisive 
parameter for whether or not a person signs up for 
our conference (Alawneh, 2008).  
Secondly, as conference organisers it is 
impracticable to study before-conference/after-
conference changes in the behaviour of 
participants at their workplaces. Therefore, we 
have only measured the participants' subjective 
assessments of the learning and transfer that took 
place, knowing that there may have been changes 
in behaviour that the person was not aware of. 
Thirdly, we have to leave out Kirkpatrick's fourth 
level about the effect on the organisation to which 
the participant in the conference returns.  
The literature on conferences focuses on the 
participants' reaction and often in relation to 
satisfaction with content and form, including 
accommodation and surroundings (Absalom, 
2011; Danske-Regioner, 2009; Elmegaard, 2011; 
Mealy, 2013; Neves, 2014), and on aspects of site 
selection, economic impacts, destination 
marketing, the meeting participation process and 
advances in technology (Henn and Bathelt, 2014). 
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But literature on the question of whether 
participants learn something in connection with 
conferences is almost non-existing (Henn and 
Bathelt, 2014). 
Chapman et.al has worked on this question 
under the topic 'New Learning' at professional 
conferences. With regard to New Learning, they 
write that it is an innovative process aimed at 
collaborative learning in professional and 
scholarly events and is a new way of approaching 
evaluation at professional conferences (Chapman, 
Wiessner, Storberg-Walker, and Hatcher, 2007, p. 
261). In a case study of three conferences 
knowledge transfer is analysed. The study 
concluded that ‘conferences support incremental 
innovations through different channels’ (Henn and 
Bathelt, 2014, p 112). 
Therefore, there is a need for research that, on 
an empirical basis, focuses on the learning that 
takes place under conferences and the subsequent 
use of that which is learned (transfer). The 
literature review has confirmed our view that there 
is a lack of more empirically based knowledge 
about the relationships between the participants' 
satisfaction on the one hand and their assessments 
of relevance, learning and transfer on the other 
side. The literature review demonstrates that 
conferences can have different forms and 
purposes. The conferences for this research belong 
to the type of conferences that aims to provide 
participants with new knowledge they can use in 




This research is based on a survey tool. That 
means that the findings are based on subjective 
data and are depending on the meanings the 
participants give to terms like learning. Although 
there are differences in how different individuals 
perceive, for example a concept like learning, and 
though it may be very different when a person 
believes that he or she has learned something, this 
study builds on the assumption that a subjective 
experience of learning is an indication that 
learning has actually taken place. An objective 
measurement of what the participants in the 
conferences have learned would certainly differ 
from this self-reported learning. However, this is 
not the subject of this study. Instead, the aim of 
the study has been to examine the relationships 
among a number of subjective experienced 
phenomena in the area of conference learning. 
Our evaluations have focused on the 
relationship between the participants' experienced 
relevance of conference content, their experienced 
learning, their experienced satisfaction and their 
subsequent use of the things learned (transfer). 
The model shows a graphic representation of this 
relationship.  
 




Figure	  1.	  Model	  for	  relationship	  between	  relevance,	  learning,	  satisfaction,	  and	  transfer	  
 
The process shown in the figure begins with a 
relevance assessment which results in 
participation in a conference. The aim of the 
participation is learning and use of the learned in 
practice. Although there is a gap of time between a 
person examining the relevance of a conference 
(measuring point 1) and to the participation in the 
conference and from learning something in a 
workshop (measuring point 2) and to applying 
what is learned in practice (measuring point 3), 
data gathering took place at the same time, one-
two months after the conference.  
This can be seen as a methodological 
weakness, because some of the respondents 
assessments, for example of the relevance of the 
conference, may have been changed by the 
respondents over time. Conversely, it was what 
was possible within the framework of the chosen 
evaluation design. And it is the assessment of the 
authors that this is a minor bias. 
We present below the four questions with 
answers that represent the four survey variables, 




Relevance of the topic of the workshop the 
participants have attended was measured through 
the following question: How relevant was the topic 
for this workshop for your daily practices? {Insert 
x}There were the following options for responding: 
( ) Relevant to a great extent; ( ) Relevant to some 
extent; ( ) Relevant to a lesser extent; ( ) Not at all 




Satisfaction with the conference as a whole was 
measured through the following question: To what 
extent were you generally satisfied with the 
1.	  Relevance	  
5.	  Use	  of	  that	  learned	  in	  
the	  workshop	  (transfer)	  
4.	  Learning	  from	  
participation	  in	  a	  
workshop	  
2a.	  Participation	  
in	  a	  workshop	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conference? (Insert x) We examined how 
satisfaction correlates with the assessment of 
relevance, learning and transfer. There were the 
following options for responding: ( ) To a great 
extent; ( ) To some extent; ( ) To a lesser extent; ( ) 




The aim of participating in a workshop is that 
participants learn something. The participants' 
assessments of the learning outcome from the 
workshops they attended have been measured 
using the following question: To what extent did 
you learn something in connection with the 
workshop? {Insert x} There were used the same 




The participants' assessments of the use (transfer) 
of what they have learned from the workshops 
they attended have been measured using the 
following question: To what extent have you used 
what you learned from the workshop? {Insert x} 
There were used the same options for responding 
as regards Satisfaction. 
The effect of conferences is assumed to depend 
on the time passing after the conference was held. 
Generally conference evaluation is carried out at 
the end of the conference (Neves, 2014). Some 
evaluations use a longitudinal design in which the 
effect is examined over a number of years (Urada, 
2014), while others compare from year to year 
(Zisook, 2013).  
This study has collected data over a period of 
four years about one-two months after each of the 
conferences. The question of when the best time is 
to examine how much of what was learned at the 
conference that has been used is difficult to 
determine. On the one hand, one can assume that 
the longer period that passes, the more that is 
learned will be possible to use. On the other hand, 
the longer period that passes from a learning event 
to the time for applying the learned, the more 
difficult it will be for the respondents to remember 
the context. Overall, it has been the conference 
managements estimate that 1-2 months have been 
a balancing of the two terms, where respondents 
have had a reasonable opportunity to apply what 
they have learned into practice. 
The evaluation builds on a web-based survey, 
and the same questionnaire was used for each of 
the four years in order to compare the years. 
However, the questionnaire was adjusted each 
year with regard to the topics of the specific 
workshops. This survey form means that the 
picture of what the participants have learned, or 
for what they have used the things they have 
learned, has been through a subjective filter.  
This result in two delimitations: Firstly, we are 
only provided with information about the things 
that the respondents are aware of, and therefore 
we know nothing about the unconscious learning 
and behaviour that has taken place. Secondly, we 
are only provided with information about what the 
respondents want to tell us and in the way they 
want to tell us. Although responses are 
anonymous, they will be affected by the 
respondents' self-understanding, world view and 
overall (including the emotional) approach to the 
conference as well as the evaluation. These sources 
of error must be included as bias in interpretation 
of the results. 
Table 1 shows the number of respondents and 




Number	  of	  respondents	  and	  response	  rate	  for	  the	  four	  conferences.	  
Conference	   Population	  (net)	   Number	  of	  responses	   Response	  rate	  
2010	   148	   88	   59	  
2011	   163	   99	   61	  
2012	   133	   77	   58	  
2013	   191	   122	   64	  
Source:	  Danish	  Evaluation	  Institute	  2011,	  2012,	  2013	  and	  2014	  
 
The questionnaire consisted of different types 
of questions. But in this study we have focused on 
the four questions we have presented already.  
Although the items ‘relevance’, ‘learning’ 
‘satisfaction’ and ‘transfer’ are complex and multi-
dimensional concepts, we have decided only to ask 
one question on each (see below). There are both 
	   	   	   	   Andersen	  &	  Wahlgren	  
	  
40	  
advantages and disadvantages of such an 
operationalization: On the one hand it is a 
disadvantage that one question on each items 
cannot cover the many aspects and meanings of 
such complex concepts. On the other hand, it is 
not possibly to cover all aspects of this kind of 
complex phenomena even if you put enough so 
many questions. In addition to this, several issues 
can lead to both a lower response rate and a lower 
quality of answers. Therefore we have chosen only 
to ask those few questions that we found most 
important in terms of enlightening the concepts. 
As can be seen from the four questions above, 
there has been used a unipolar response scale. The 
limited number of possible answers makes 
questions relatively easy to deal with. It is possible 
to admit that you do not know how to answer a 
question because the questionnaire enables 
respondents to state that they are not able to 
assess, for example, how much you have learned 
from a workshop. Although the questions about 
learning and transfer are particularly difficult to 
answer specifically, questions and possible 
answers have been formulated in such a manner 
that it makes them easy to answer and this has 
given a high response rate for the individual 
questions. 
As can be seen in Table 5 there is a striking 
uniformity year by year in the levels of percentages 
regarding to the three variables, relevance, 
learning and transfer. In light of the specific 
circumstances, this indicates a high degree of 
reliability. With regard to validity, there are 
reasons to assume that it has been high too: First, 
the questionnaire was pilot tested among people 
who were part of the target audience for the 
conference. Secondly, the participants at the four 
conferences were either managers, supervisors or 
teachers from educational institutions, or 
researchers, government officials, representatives 
of professional organizations, etc. who works with 
education or training. Therefore, we assume that 
the respondents are aware of the concept of 
learning and were able to answer the questions. 
Thirdly, the questions were accurate when you 
consider that the respondents only were asked 





A pervading characteristic in conference 
evaluations is that they generally include positive 
assessments of the conferences attended. Another 
pervading characteristic is that there is a positive 
correlation between the participants' satisfaction 
and experienced outcome from the conferences. A 
specific study therefore reports that ’about 99% of 
current participants reported that the conference 
benefited them in some way’, '92% would possibly 
attend again in the future’, and that the 
participants' ’perception of learning was the most 
important predictor of satisfaction, followed by 
customer service, and adequacy of topics’ (Hoyt, 
2011, p. 100).  
Generally this study also demonstrates a high 
degree of satisfaction with the conferences in all 
four years. The percentage of respondents who 
replied 'to a great extent' or 'to some extent' to the 
question about whether they were generally 
satisfied with the conference was therefore 86%, 
92%, 94% and 85% for the four years, respectively. 
Moreover, the survey shows a statistically 
significant connection between satisfaction on the 
one hand and relevance, learning and transfer on 
the other hand.  
However, the theoretical connection between 
the participants' assessments of a workshop and 
satisfaction with the overall conference is not a 
one-to-one relationship. Firstly, most participants 
have taken part in two workshops per conference, 
and secondly many other factors than taking part 
in a workshop can affect a person's satisfaction 
with the conference as a whole, e.g. who they meet 
and talk with during the day.  
In order to achieve a greater data basis, we 
have combined the four datasets for the four 
conferences and let one unit be one participant in 
one workshop. This gives us a total of 848 units. 
The analysis shows that on this basis there is a 
statistically significant connection between 
assessments of relevance, learning and transfer at 
the workshops attended on the one hand and the 
participant's overall satisfaction with the 
conference on the other.  
Moreover a correlation analysis shows a 
significant correlation (= r) among all four 
variables (sorted by size of r): 
 
• The variable learning correlates with use 
(transfer), r = .53, p < .01 (N=684).  
• The variable relevance correlates with use 
(transfer), r = .44, p < .01 (N=682). 
• The variable relevance correlates with the 
variable learning, r = 0.41, p < .01 (N=707). 
• The variable learning correlates with general 
satisfaction, r = .38, p < .01 (N=705). 
• The variable use (transfer) correlates with 
general satisfaction, r = .36, p < .01 (N=680). 
• The variable relevance correlates with general 
satisfaction, r = .31, p < .01 (N=708). 
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This shows two important findings:  
 
• The participants’ assessment of relevance, 
learning and transfer are associated with 
satisfaction. Particularly those participants’ 
that have learned something in connection with 
a workshop are also satisfied.  
• The participants’ assessment of relevance is 
more associated than satisfaction with learning 
and transfer. In other words, if a person finds 
in this case a workshop relevant, it is more 
likely that the person will learn something and 
use what is learned - compared to a person who 
has been satisfied with the conference. 
The assessment of the extent to which participants 
have found the topic of the workshop attended 
relevant is significantly connected with the extent 
to which extent they are satisfied with the overall 
conference: 57% of those who found the workshop 
topic to be relevant to a great extent for their daily 
practices were also satisfied to a great extent with 
the overall conference. Whereas 18% of those who 
found the workshop relevant to a lesser extent or 
not at all for their daily practices, were satisfied to 
a great extent with the overall conference. These 




To	  what	  extent	  were	  the	  respondents	  satisfied	  with	  the	  overall	  conference	  crossed	  with	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  they	  
found	  the	  workshop	  attended	  relevant.	  
	   Relevant	  to	  a	  great	  
extent	  
Relevant	  to	  some	  
extent	  
Relevant	  to	  a	  lesser	  
extent	  or	  not	  
relevant	  at	  all	  
Total	  
Satisfied	  to	  a	  great	  extent	   57%	   29%	   18%	   41%	  
Satisfied	  to	  some	  extent,	  to	  a	  
lesser	  extent	  or	  not	  satisfied	  at	  
all	  
43%	   71%	   82%	   59%	  
Total	  in	  %	   100%	   100%	   100%	   100%	  
Number	  of	  respondents	   337	   273	   98	   708	  
Source:	  Danish	  Evaluation	  Institute	  2011,	  2012,	  2013	  and	  2014	  
The	  Pearson	  Chi-­‐Square	  test	  table	  shows	  a	  value	  of	  70.756.	  0	  cells	  have	  expected	  count	  less	  than	  5.	  P=0.000	  
 
The assessment of the extent to which 
participants have learned something from the 
workshops they attended is significantly connected 
with the extent to which they are satisfied with the 
overall conference: 79% of those who replied that 
they had learned something to a great extent, were 
also satisfied to a great extent with the conference 
as a whole. Whereas 18% of those who said they 
had learned something to a lesser extent or not at 
all were satisfied to a great extent with the 








To	  what	  extent	  were	  the	  respondents	  satisfied	  with	  the	  conference	  as	  a	  whole	  crossed	  with	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  
they	  have	  learned	  something	  from	  a	  workshop	  
	   Learned	  something	  
to	  a	  great	  extent	  
Learned	  something	  
to	  some	  extent	  
Learned	  something	  
to	  a	  lesser	  extent	  or	  
not	  at	  all	  
Total	  
Satisfied	  to	  a	  great	  extent	   79%	   40%	   18%	   41%	  
Satisfied	  to	  some	  extent,	  to	  a	  
lesser	  extent	  or	  not	  satisfied	  at	  
all	  
21%	   61%	   82%	   59%	  
Total	  in	  %	   100%	   101%	   100%	   100%	  
Number	  of	  respondents	   129	   380	   196	   705	  
Source:	  Danish	  Evaluation	  Institute	  2011,	  2012,	  2013	  and	  2014	  
The	  Pearson	  Chi-­‐Square	  test	  table	  shows	  a	  value	  of	  119.285.	  0	  cells	  have	  expected	  count	  less	  than	  5.	  P=0.000	  
 
The assessment of the extent to which 
participants have used what they learned from a 
workshop is significantly connected with the 
extent to which they are satisfied with the overall 
conference: 74% of those who replied that they had 
used what they had learned, were also satisfied to 
a great extent with the conference as a whole. 
Whereas 26% of those who replied that they had 
used what they had learned to a lesser extent or 
not at all, were satisfied to a great extent with the 




To	  what	  extent	  were	  the	  respondents	  satisfied	  with	  the	  conference	  as	  a	  whole	  crossed	  with	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  
they	  have	  used	  what	  they	  learned	  from	  the	  workshop	  
	   Used	  to	  a	  great	  
extent	  
Used	  to	  some	  
extent	  
Used	  to	  a	  lesser	  
extent	  or	  not	  at	  all	  
Total	  
Satisfied	  to	  a	  great	  extent	   74%	   60%	   26%	   41%	  
Satisfied	  to	  some	  extent,	  to	  a	  
lesser	  extent	  or	  not	  satisfied	  at	  
all	  
26%	   40%	   74%	   59%	  
Total	  in	  %	   100%	   100%	   100%	   100%	  
Number	  of	  respondents	   46	   244	   390	   680	  
Source:	  Danish	  Evaluation	  Institute	  2011,	  2012,	  2013	  and	  2014	  
The	  Pearson	  Chi-­‐Square	  test	  table	  shows	  a	  value	  of	  94.288.	  0	  cells	  have	  expected	  count	  less	  than	  5.	  P=0.000	  
 
If participants find the content of the 
workshop relevant and not least educational and 
useful, they are very likely to be satisfied with the 
conference.  
However, looking at those who were satisfied to a 
great extent with the conference as a whole, 66% 
found the topic of a workshop attended relevant to 
a great extent, whereas 35% said they had learned 
something to a great extent from a workshop, and 
12% said they had used what they had learned to a 
great extent. 
Satisfaction with the conference as a whole 
does not necessarily mean that the participants 
thought they had learned something. Similarly, 
satisfaction with the conference does not indicate 
that the participants use what they have learned in 
their daily practices.  
Figure 2 shows the percentage who replied 'to 
a great extent' or 'to some extent' to the three 
questions about relevance, learning and use of the 
things learned at the seven workshops held in 
2013. We assume that these percentages are an 
indication of a positive outcome, even though we 
are operating with unipolar response scales. One 
could argue that those who answer that they have 
learned something or used something 'to a lesser 
degree' should also be included in the group with a 
positive outcome from the conferences. The reason 
for not including this group of respondents is due 
to the uncertainty associated with a statement on 
having learned something to a lesser degree or 
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used something you have learned to a lesser 
degree. Not including this response value in the 
calculation of 'positive values' provides us with a 
more cautious indication of how positive the 
respondents have been.  
 
 
Source:	  Danish	  Evaluation	  Institute	  2014	  	  
	  
Figure	  2.	  The	  percentage	  of	  respondents	  who	  have	  replied	  'to	  a	  great	  extent'	  or	  'to	  some	  extent'	  to	  the	  three	  
questions	  about	  relevance,	  learning	  and	  use	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  seven	  workshops	  held	  at	  the	  conference	  in	  2013	  	  
 
Despite differences between the individual 
workshops, figure 2 clearly shows that many 
participants find that the topics have been 
relevant, fewer participants have learned 
something from the workshops and even fewer 
have used what they have learned.  
While figure 2 above only covers one year and 
has been divided into individual workshops, table 
5 shows the respondents' assessments in relation 
to all the workshops they attended at the 






































Percentages	  of	  respondents	  who	  have	  replied	  'to	  a	  great	  extent'	  or	  'to	  some	  extent'	  to	  the	  three	  questions	  about	  
relevance,	  learning	  and	  use	  for	  the	  conferences	  in	  2010,	  2011,	  2012	  and	  2013,	  respectively	  
	   n=	   Relevance	   Learning	   Use	  
2010	   232,	  233	  and	  216,	  respectively	   82%	   67%	   40%	  
2011	   176,	  176	  and	  173,	  respectively	   84%	   70%	   46%	  
2012	   145,	  143	  and	  143,	  respectively	   86%	   76%	   45%	  
2013	   218,	  218	  and	  218,	  respectively	   90%	   69%	   35%	  
Total	  for	  all	  four	  years	   85%	   70%	   41%	  
Source:	  Danish	  Evaluation	  Institute	  2011,	  2012,	  2013	  and	  2014	  
Note	  that	  the	  unit	  in	  the	  population	  is	  one	  participant	  who	  has	  attended	  one	  workshop.	  At	  the	  first	  conference,	  
there	  were	  three	  rounds	  of	  workshops,	  whereas	  there	  were	  only	  two	  rounds	  at	  the	  last	  three	  conferences.	  
Therefore,	  the	  same	  person	  can	  act	  as	  respondent	  more	  than	  once.	  	  
The	  statistical	  uncertainty	  with	  a	  confidence	  level	  of	  95%	  for	  the	  three	  percentage	  figures	  is:	  3.4,	  4.2	  and	  4.7%,	  
respectively	  in	  2010,	  3.7,	  4.6	  and	  5.1%,	  respectively	  in	  2011,	  3.8,	  4.8	  and	  5.5%,	  respectively	  in	  2012	  and	  2.6,	  4.0	  and	  
4.1%,	  respectively	  in	  2013.	  
 
On the face of Table 5, three factors stand out:  
Firstly, even though the figures for the four 
years differ, there is a striking uniformity year by 
year in the levels of percentages with regard to the 
three variables. A clear pattern is shown with 
regard to all four evaluations; that a very large 
group of 82-90% find the topics relevant for their 
daily practices to a great extent or to some extent. 
Whereas a somewhat smaller, but still a relatively 
large group of 67-76% say that they have learned 
something from the workshop to a great extent or 
to some extent. Finally, a smaller group of 35-46% 
say they have used what they have learned. This 
indicates a high degree of reliability. 
Secondly, there is a marked difference in level 
between the percentage who assess the relevance 
positively, the percentage who assess the learning 
outcome positively and the percentage who assess 
to have used what they have learned. The 
differences between the percentages who assess 
relevance, learning outcome and use of what they 
have learned positively, i.e. 'to a great extent' or 'to 
some extent', are statistically significant. This will 
be explained in the discussion. 
Thirdly, the percentages are at a relatively high 
level, particularly in relation to relevance. One 
explanation to this could be that participants 
generally only sign up for such conferences when 
they find the content relevant. The participant 
composition supports this assumption. 
As figure 2 shows, the percentages that have 
learned something varies from workshop to 
workshop. Figure 3 shows the difference between 
the workshop from which participants have 
learned most and the workshop from which they 
have learned least in the four years. The figure 
shows that where participants have learned least, 
45% have learned something, while where they 
have learned most, 95% have learned something. 
The workshops in which participants have learned 
least differ significantly from the workshops in 
which participants have learned most.  
 




Source:	  Danish	  Evaluation	  Institute	  2011,	  2012,	  2013	  and	  2014	  
 
Figure	  3.	  The	  gap	  between	  the	  workshop	  with	  the	  highest	  percentage	  of	  respondents	  replying	  that	  they	  have	  
learned	  something	  'to	  a	  great	  extent'	  or	  'to	  some	  extent',	  and	  the	  workshop	  with	  the	  lowest	  percentage	  in	  each	  of	  
the	  four	  years	  
	  
The following workshops got the highest ratings in 
the four years: 
 
• Companies’ use and assessment of labor 
market courses (among workshops with N> 
10): (N = 36) 
• Flexible learning (N = 16) 
• Innovative learning in adult and continuing 
education (n = 25) 
• Application of recognition of prior learning in 
relation to labor market courses (n = 37) 
 
While there may be many factors that have an 
impact on the relationship between how much 
respondents have learned by participating in a 
workshop and the theme of the workshop, it is a 
common denominator for these four workshops 
that have got the highest ratings in the four years, 
that they all have been about themes that has been 
highly relevant for the participants in their daily 
work at the educational institutions. 
We have presented above results from the 
evaluations on the basis of quantitative data on the 
participants' assessments of relevance, learning 
and use. The survey also enabled respondents to 
answer an open-ended question in their own 
words. The question was to exemplify what they 
had used and how. These data are interesting 
because they illustrate the variation in the use in 
practice of what has been learned at the 
conferences. 
The results of the open-ended question were a 
number of examples on use which provide an 
insight into the relationship between the content 
of workshops on the one hand and use on the 
other. As use is linked to the outcome that some 
specific persons experienced from participating in 
specific workshops, it is not possible to generalise 
up to the general spread of the various ways of 
using what is learned at conferences. We have 
chosen not to reproduce verbatim comments from 
the participants, as they are often highly 
contextual and therefore can be difficult to 
interpret without the specific context. However, 
the following categories illustrate the different 
ways of transfer: 
 
• Some participants have used what they have 
learned in a subsequent personal reflection 
process and/or development process, e.g. in 
connection with clarification of concepts and 
relationships or understanding challenges. 
• Some participants have used what they have 
learned for specific work assignments, e.g. 
supervision or educational planning. 
• Some participants have used what they have 
learned as inspiration for organisational 
change or new measures. 
• Some participants have used what they have 
learned to share knowledge with colleagues, 
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   2012	   2013	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Many of the examples of use described suggest 
that use has had value for the organisations in 
which the participants work (see level 4 of 
Kirkpatrick's model). However, it is not possible to 
determine whether this has actually been the case 
with this research design.  
The conference management has seen the 
examples of what the participants have used in 
practice in connection with every single workshop, 
and that has been a valuable feedback to be used in 
planning of future workshops in order to 




We have chosen to use the actual workshops as our 
data points, where a participant can have 
participated in more than one workshop, though 
this need not to be the case. In this way a 
participant in the conference can have participated 
in up to three workshops in one year, and thereby 
contributing with three data points. We have 
chosen this approach for two reasons: One, to get a 
higher number of data points and two, because we 
wanted to focus on the learning aspect etc. in each 
particular workshop. It is a weakness of this 
concept, that there might be spill over effects, for 
example participants’ impression of one workshop 
influencing their perception of another or 
interactions among participants when meeting 
each other in the breaks etc. We have not been 
able to run statistical analysis that can eliminate 
those kinds of possible spill over effects that can 
influence the single respondent. So the results 
should be interpreted with this reservation. 
The findings show that the interval as regards 
assessment of transfer is clearly below the interval 
as regards learning, which in turn is clearly below 
the interval as regards satisfaction: While between 
86 and 94% are satisfied in the four years, between 
67% and 76% assess they have learned something, 
and between 35 and 46% have used something 
they have learned. This pattern appears relatively 
stable in spite of the differences in conferences 
themes, content of each year's workshops and the 
specific participants.  
When some people has been satisfied with 
participating in a conference aimed at learning and 
transfer, although they have not learned anything 
from their participation, it emphasizes the need to 
ask directly for learning and transfer rather than 
on satisfaction. But although it is more obvious to 
ask directly for assessing relevance, learning and 
transfer than for satisfaction, it is also necessary to 
look at how these three concepts interact. 
The three concepts: relevance, learning and 
use (transfer) are related in a complicated and 
inconclusive way. Each of them refers to different 
aspects of a more overall learning process, as 
illustrated in the model in figure 1. Content can be 
relevant without it resulting in learning. Similarly, 
participants can learn something without 
translating it into practice (transfer) in a specific 
context. 
Nevertheless, it makes sense to couple the 
three concepts, because use of something learned 
obviously presupposes that it has actually been 
learned, and because it is reasonable to assume 
that the fact that participants find something 
relevant facilitates the possibility of learning. 
Therefore, although there is a logical relationship 
between the three concepts, it is difficult to link 
them together in practice. This is due to several 
types of uncertainty: 
Firstly, there is uncertainty relating to the 
relevance concept. Relevance is about the 
significance or importance attached to something 
in a given context. Therefore, if a conference 
participant is asked about the relevance of a 
specific topic, the assessment will depend on how 
this participant perceives the significance or 
importance in relation to the situation the person 
is in, including the challenges at work and the 
person's values and interests (what he/she finds 
interesting and important). Thus, when a 
respondent assesses something to be relevant, it 
may be related to the fact that the respondent 
finds it useful for his/her own situation, or deems 
it important in general and does not necessarily 
have a specific learning need.  
Secondly, there is uncertainty relating to the 
learning concept: It is difficult to express learning 
in words, and there is no one-to-one relationship 
between what you learn and what you think you 
have learned. Therefore, there is a difference 
between conscious and unconscious learning, and 
the assessment of what and how much has been 
learned is influenced by a series of subjective 
factors, such as motivation to learn and the 
assessment of the value of the things learned. Thus 
when a respondent assesses that he/she has 
learned something, this assessment will be 
strongly influenced by the respondent's awareness 
of the result of the learning process, just as it will 
be influenced by other subjective circumstances. 
Thirdly, there is uncertainty relating to the 
transfer concept: In this article transfer means use 
of knowledge and ability in one context to qualify 
action in another context (Wahlgren and Aarkrog, 
2012). Therefore, when a respondent assesses that 
something he/she has learned in one context has 
been used in another context, it will be influenced 
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by how conscious the respondent is of what has 
been learned and how it has been used. There may 
be participants who have actually learned a great 
deal without realising it and subsequently change 
their behaviour as a result of this. In addition to 
this is the time dimension, as the respondents 
were asked about use of the things learned 
relatively shortly after the learning situation 
(about one month). Therefore, there may be 
examples of people not using what they have 
learned until after they have been asked about it. 
This is because they will not be in a situation to 
use what they have learned until later.  
Therefore, it is necessary to make some 
reservations with regard to the respondents' 
replies in connection with their assessments of 
relevance of topics as well as how much they have 
learned and to what extent they have used what 
they have learned.  
The fact that there are more respondents who 
find a topic relevant than there are respondents 
who have learned something by participating in a 
workshop on this topic, may be related to the fact 
that: 
 
• Participants who find the topic relevant 
beforehand have extensive knowledge about 
the area and for that reason they do not learn 
anything new. 
• The organisers of the workshop did not 
succeed in organising the workshop in such a 
manner that it contributed learning, despite 
the fact that participants found the topic 
relevant. 
Together this means that the percentage of 
participants who have learned something, in this 
case from a workshop, is likely to be smaller than 
the percentage of participants who found the topic 
relevant.  
The fact that there are more respondents who 
reply that they have learned something than 
respondents who reply that they have used what 
they have learned, may be related to a number of 
potential barriers for transfer: factors in the 
participants themselves, including motivation to 
use what they have learned. factors in the use 
situation, including possibilities to be able to use 
what has been learned in practice (Burke and 
Hutchins, 2007; Russ-Eft, 2002). 
Together this means that the percentage of 
participants who have used what they have learned 
is likely to be considerably smaller than the 
percentage of participants who have learned 




In our study we have found significant correlations 
among the four variables: participant's 
assessments of relevance, learning and transfer at 
the workshops attended and the participant's 
overall satisfaction with the conference. Moreover, 
participants’ assessment of relevance, learning and 
transfer are associated with satisfaction. 
Particularly those participants’ that have learned 
something in connection with a workshop are also 
satisfied. Moreover, Participants’ assessment of 
relevance is a stronger associated than satisfaction 
with learning and transfer. In other words, if a 
person finds in this case a workshop relevant, it is 
more likely that the person will learn something 
and use what is learned - compared to a person 
who has been satisfied with the conference. 
We have determined that the percentages who 
find the content to be relevant, who state that they 
have learned something and who say that they use 
what they have learned, only vary marginally from 
year to year. This is despite different participant 
compositions and different contents at 
conferences. 
Even though participants' satisfaction with 
different parameters in connection with a 
conference in itself can be useful knowledge for the 
organisers, it is a weak indicator of learning and 
transfer. This survey shows that participants, who 
have learned something or used what they have 
learned to a great extent, are also satisfied with the 
overall conference to a great extent. However, the 
reverse cannot be concluded. The degree of 
satisfaction only says little about how much 
participants have learned and used.  
Therefore, to find out more about learning and 
transfer, it is necessary to ask explicitly about 
these aspects. Questions for the participants on 
their assessment of relevance, learning and use 
can qualify the evaluation and provide organisers 
with valuable knowledge for planning future 
conferences. Furthermore, such questions can help 
strengthen focus on learning outcome and transfer 
in connection with conferences as learning arenas 





We owe Methodology Consultant Soren 
Haselmann and other colleagues at The Danish 
Evaluation Institute thanks for helping with 
collecting, calculating and analyzing survey data. 
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Appendix:	  The	  Questionnaire	  
 
• Background questions: 
− What type of institution or company do you 
represent / are you employed? 
− What position do you have? 
− What was your role in the conference? 
(speaker or other forms of participation) 
• Assessment of the workshop in the first 
session: 
− Which workshop did you participate in the 
first session? 
− How relevant was the theme of this 
workshop for you in relation to your daily 
work? 
− To what extent did you learn something 
related to the workshop? 
− To what extent have you applied what you 
learned in the workshop? 
• Please describe the learning you have been 
using and how you used it. It might be about 
taking an initiative in relation to your 
colleagues, changed practice or have sought 
supplementary knowledge. (open question) 
• Assessment of the workshop in the following 
sessions (Questions above is repeated) 
• Assessment of plenary presentations 
− To what extent did you learn something 
related to the presentation in plenary by ...? 
(Repeated as needed) 
• Overall assessment and perspectives 
− To what extent did you benefit from the 
exchange of experience between 
participants in the conference? 
− To what extent did the conference give you 
useful contacts and network? 
− To what extent did you find the conference 
spread of content (in workshops and 
plenary) rewarding? 
− To what extent do you find the price for 
participation in the conference fair? 
− To what extent were you satisfied with the 
conference venue, including in terms of 
facilities, catering and service? 
− To what extent were you overall satisfied 
with the conference? 
− To what extent would you want to 
participate in a similar conference again? 
− Write here if you have any other comments 
about the content of the conference or form. 
(open question) 
− If you have suggestions for themes or topics 
that could be interesting to consider in the 
context of a new conference? (open 
question) 
 
